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Editorial 
Assessment of EAL/D learners: the validity of teachers’ professional 
judgements 
       LYN MAY & KAREN DOOLEY 
 
Assessment is a recurring theme in this issue of TESOL in Context. It is the focus of a themed section; 
addressed in some of the award-winning thesis research we feature; and one of several topics in an 
article on EFL teacher preparation in an Australian university. 
In the first section of the issue we are pleased to publish précis of the theses produced by the joint 
winners of the Penny McKay Memorial Award for Best Thesis in Language Education. Penny was a 
major figure in the development of EAL/D education in Australia (see Dooley & Moore, 2009). Her 
work is remembered and continued through an Award established by the Australian Council of 
TESOL Associations (ACTA) and the Applied Linguistics Association of Australia (ALAA). The 
award recognises doctoral research which makes an outstanding contribution to second/additional 
language education in Australian schools (http://www.tesol.org.au/About-ACTA/PENNY-MCKAY-
MEMORIAL-FUND). The 2014 winners, who were presented with their awards at the ACTA 
Conference in Melbourne recently are: 
 Sue Creagh, A Foucauldian and Quantitative Analysis of NAPLaN, the category 'Language 
Background Other Than English and English as a Second Language Level; and 
 Julia Rothwell, Let's eat the captain! Thinking, feeling, doing: Intercultural language 
learning through process drama.   
The second section of the issue reports research on the preparation of the next generation of 
TESOL teachers for Malaysian primary schools. Rod Neilsen looks at the contribution of Action 
Research (AR) to a BEd degree program conducted jointly by Australian and Malaysian universities. 
Drawing on analysis of assignment and interview data, Neilsen shows that the preservice teachers 
used the AR component of their practicum for self-assessment and reflection on a range of issues 
including the transfer of the TESOL methodologies they were learning in Australia to Malaysia. 
While acknowledging constraints on the validity of AR projects by inexperienced practitioners, 
Neilsen suggests that the preservice teachers began developing reflective practices that would enable 
them to work powerfully in a global TESOL field in which native English speakers 'own' neither the 
English language nor English-teaching methodology. Implications are drawn for practice and research 
by Australian educators in the growing field of transnational teacher education. 
The third section of the issue focuses on assessment, including the dual demands of 
assessment for accountability within institutional contexts and assessment to enhance teaching and 
learning. The articles in this section were received in response to our call for reports on assessment-
related research. The first of the articles is ‘NAPLaN test data, ESL Bandscales and the validity of 
EAL/D teacher judgement of student performance’. Written by Sue Creagh, this article explores the 
relationship between performance on NAPLaN  and the variable of English language proficiency 
levels for the diverse range of learners included in the aggregated category of Language Background 
Other Than English (LBOTE). Language proficiency levels were measured using ESL Bandscales, 
based on the professional judgement of experienced teachers in the Year 9 cohort. In finding that the 
language proficiency levels designated by teachers were one of the most powerful predictors of 
performance in NAPLaN, Creagh argues for the recognition of the validity and reliability of teacher 
judgement. Creagh also identifies a threat to the validity of NAPLaN for EAL/D learners at lower 
levels of the Bandscales, concluding that at these levels NAPLaN actually constitutes a test of 
language, rather than literacy.  These concerns echo those recorded in submissions to the recent 
Senate Inquiry, several of which were included in the 2013 double issue of TESOL in Context.    
The third article, ‘EAL assessment: What do Australian teachers want?’, by Chris Davison 
and Michael Michell, highlights the need, given our increasingly culturally and  linguistically diverse 
student population, for all teachers to understand the typical language progression of EAL/D learners. 
Davison and Michell point to the current lack of attention to improvement of teacher EAL/D 
assessment literacy, despite the expectation that teachers will be able to interpret and uniformly apply 
language proficiency scales that are often mandated at the State level. In their study 32 EAL/D 
teachers from a range of educational contexts were asked to use and evaluate particular assessment 
tools and models. Teachers reported the complexity of the judgements they were required to make, 
particularly in the case of teachers working in mainstream contexts who are required to implement 
and comply with mainstream assessment processes. Collaboration with non-EAL/D teachers was also 
a potential source of dissonance, with competing priorities and agendas. Based on the analysis of 
teacher feedback, Davison and Michell developed six criteria for effective EAL/D assessment, 
including the need for assessment tools and processes that inform teaching, rather than being used for 
primarily for accountability purposes.  Their study foregrounds practitioner perspectives and the 
complexity of the contexts in which assessment decisions are made. 
Teacher use of assessment resources was also the focus of the final article in this issue, by Michele de 
Courcy, Misty Adoniou & Doan Ba Ngoc, ‘Teachers’ awareness and use of scales to map the progress 
of children who speak English as an Additional Language or Dialect’. de Courcy and colleagues 
report on a survey of 105 teachers, including both mainstream and EAL/D specialists, on the extent of 
their knowledge of scales and standards for EAL/D learners. Their findings support those of Davison 
and Michell, in that teachers want assessment tools that help them to monitor progress, rather than 
simply being the means to summative reporting. Some teachers expressed concern over mandated 
scales, pointing to the need to include their perspectives in a more substantive way when decisions 
regarding the use of a particular scale are made.  They also found that familiarity with EAL/D 
documents is seen in some schools to be the province of the EAL/D teacher, rather than a shared 
resource and responsibility for all teachers. The authors conclude with the warning that many teachers 
had not heard of the ACARA EAL/D teacher resources. 
These three papers examine the complexity of making valid assessment judgements to 
monitor and report on learner progress and achievement under competing imperatives and local, state 
and national assessment regimes.  Ultimately, they point to the understanding that every teacher is a 
language teacher, and while the specialised knowledge of EAL/D teachers is an immensely valuable 
resource for schools, responsibility does not and should not rest solely with EAL/D teachers for 
monitoring, scaffolding and reporting on EAL/D student learning. They also encompass two 
dimensions of advocacy: they advocate for the assessment expertise of EAL/D teachers to be 
recognised, and in doing so, position and empower teachers as advocates for their learners. 
  In keeping with the assessment focus of this section, the books reviewed in this issue are 
Understanding Language Testing (by Dan Douglas)  and The Routledge Handbook of Language 
Testing (edited by Glenn Fulcher and Fred Davison). The first book focuses on key concepts in L2 
assessment with the purpose of demystifying a field that can sometimes appear to be rather arcane and 
inaccessible. This introductory text covers ethical testing, concepts of validity, reliability and 
authenticity, the test development process, alternative forms of language assessment, statistical 
analyses and technology. This coverage makes it a valuable resource for teachers wishing to further 
develop their L2 assessment literacy. The second book provides a comprehensive and compelling 
overview of the field. This edited volume foregrounds validity, and synthesises philosophical 
orientations, theory, research and application.  It is a valuable resource for teachers, teacher educators, 
researchers and policy makers.   
In preparing this issue we have thought often of Penny McKay’s words on the formation of a 
community of L2 assessment practitioners: ‘Teachers need to build up skills together to understand 
that classroom assessment is not a diversion from the ‘real’ business of teaching and learning, but  a 
foundation for successful teaching and learning” (2006, p145). We hope the research presented in this 
issue makes a contribution in this regard. 
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